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RARE 16th CENTURY PAINTING ARRIVES AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

A rare panel painting has just arrived, at The Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Titled THE NATIVITY it is from the hand of the great Flemish master, Gerard David. 

It is the first purchase made from the Bequest of Leonard C. Hanna, Jr. and beginning 
December 2 will hang in the Armor Court of the Museum during the Christmas Season. 

The Museum is fortunate in procuring a painting of such compelling beauty 
at a time when early Flemish works of this calibre are difficult to obtain. Most of 
them already hang in the public collections of Europe and America. 

This new accession is of high quality and in excellent condition. The 
exact date of its execution is not known but is placed somewhere at the end of the 
15th century or the beginning of the 16th century. It has been much published. 
Formerly in a private Russian collection in the 19th century it later went to the 
Kaufmann Collection in Berlin and more recently it has been in the von Pannwitz 
Collection at Haartekamp, near Haarlem, Holland. 

The birth date of Gerard David is not known. He was of Dutch origin coming 
from Oudewater to Bruges, as nearly as can be determined, about 1483. He worked at 
the end of the great period of Flemish painting but followed its traditions. By 
maintaining the high standards of his predecessors he prolonged the vitality of the 
traditional Flemish painting style of the 15th century. His work in Bruges reflects 
the emotional power of Rogier van der Weyden and the luminous color of Van Eyck and 
Memling. 

The present Nativity is one of three early versions of the theme, painted 
by David in the first of the three periods of his style. Friedlander believes they 
were done between 1484 and 1498. In the Cleveland version, the Virgin, her head 
surrounded by gold rays, kneels in the right foreground, dressed in a violet-blue 
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garment over which is thrown a rich dark blue mantle. Before her in the middle 
foreground lies the Christ Child, upon a portion of her mantle, encircled by a 
mandorla of golden rays. To her immediate right, separated only in the background by 
a masonry pier, is the figure of the kneeling Joseph, in a bright red cloak of two 
shades, his head encircled with a halo, his hands in an attitude of prayer. Kneeling 
in the left foreground on a tapestry verdure of grass and flowers are two small angels 
dressed in violet-blue and in pink, also in an attitude of prayer, and facing the 
Christ Child. The path upon which Mary and Joseph kneel recedes toward the left, 
passing between Joseph and the figure of a kneeling shepherd with his hands also in 
an attitude of prayer. The central pier rising from an unfinished wall behind Joseph, 
supports wooden beams and a partially thatched roof forming the manger in which are 
a cow and an ass. In the middle distance, a meadow is seen through arches, and 
beyond are two shepherds with their flock observing the angel above in the sky at the 
top mid-center of the panel. The path leads to the left, behind the figure of 
Joseph until it reaches the road, curving away into a bright landscape with a city 
of castles and towers on a hillside, and in the far distance a high rocky escarpment 
of mountain. Tranquility pervades the very atmosphere of the painting. 

This Nativity by David brings to the Cleveland collection its most 
important painting of this school and one of the most important accessions made by the 
Museum. 
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